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Sustainability for a Warming Planet, 
written by three distinguished 
economists, addresses the greatest 
challenge of our age, and does so 
exceptionally well. Human numbers have 
steadily increased over the centuries. 
Partly as a result of the growth of 
systematic scientifi c understanding, the 
rate of population growth has greatly 
accelerated in recent times. In one of 
Walt Whitman’s poems, he conjures 
up an image of our looking over our 
shoulders at past generations: “Row 
upon row rise the phantoms behind 
us.” To the contrary, and underlining 
the singularity of our time, if we could 
organise all humans ever to have 
previously lived in orderly rows behind 
each individual alive today, demographic 
estimates suggest each of us would see 
at most a few dozen such phantoms 
behind us. We truly do live in a singular 
time for our particular planet.
Not only are human numbers 
increasing, but our patterns of growth 
in economic activity — which we 
thoughtlessly assume will indefi nitely 
continue — are not sustainable. In 
particular, the greenhouse gases 
generated by our burning fossil fuels is 
warming our planet to a worrying extent.
It is imperative that we address these 
problems. Of primary importance is 
the need to restrict the atmospheric 
concentration of carbon to a level no 
greater than its present state, and 
preferably somewhat lower than that.
This book is particularly good in 
recognising that it is the developed world 
which has enjoyed most of the growth in 
living standards, which in turn is derived 
from burning fossil fuels. The authors 
emphasise that the restrictions in further 
growth that the developed world must 
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imposed on developing countries. It is 
both fair, and relatively feasible, to allow 
such countries to ‘catch up’ before they 
too are restricted to sustainable levels of 
economic output.
The authors are particularly to be 
congratulated on emphasising such 
issues of ‘fairness’, and also for their 
frankness in arguing that aiming to 
achieve such restrictions on growth will 
need to overcome forceful (although 
foolish) political objections and economic 
challenges.
More specifi cally, the authors propose 
that the guiding principle of bargaining 
should be that the dates at which the 
developing countries’ living standards 
catch up with those of developed 
countries recognizes past circumstances, 
and should not be liable to alteration. 
The authors also conclude that the 
economies of developing countries 
would have to catch up with those of 
developed countries recognising past 
circumstances, and should not be liable 
to alteration. The authors furthermore 
conclude that developed economies 
would have to agree not to exceed one 
percent growth in their per capita GDP 
annually, whilst developing nations should 
grow at a faster rate (but still lower than 
current projections) until they converge. 
It is reassuring to note that the authors 
frankly acknowledge that achieving such 
a dramatic slowdown carries signifi cant 
political and economic challenges.
The book’s penultimate chapter, 
Chapter 5, addresses the problem 
of intragenerational welfare, which is 
in contrast with the intergenerational 
issues of developed versus developing 
countries. To get some feeling for this 
question, the authors’ analysis assumes 
a world with two geographical regions, 
North and South; the North is then 
assumed to have the level of economic 
development of the USA, whilst the 
South has that of China. The conclusion 
from this rather simplistic model is that 
an agreement between the ‘USA’ and 
‘China’ on how to limit their emissions to 
some acceptable level is on the one hand 
suffi cient for a global agreement, but also 
is necessary.  
This chapter of the book is interesting, 
bringing together intergenerational 
and intraregional effi ciency and equity 
in pursuit of a sustainable world. The 
analysis here makes it very obvious that 
progress to a sustainable future requires mber 21, 2015 ©2015 Elsevier Ltd All rights resboth restricting emissions and curbing 
growth. The authors make it clear that 
“This admission contrasts with the 
unwillingness, at least until November 
2014, of either the United States or China 
to accept that some of their domestic 
economic decisions must be on the 
table during international bargaining over 
climate policy”.
In short, this book deserves to 
be widely read. Its one fault, in my 
opinion, is that much of the text is over-
elaborately mathematical. I found this 
particularly the case in chapter 4 (Climate 
Change Economics) and chapter 5 
(Sustainability in a Warming Two-Region 
World). My advice to any reader to whom 
this may be off-putting is simply to skip 
these pages.
I end on an odd note. Recent 
advances in astrophysics have enabled 
us to go beyond fi nding other ‘suns’, 
but also to identify some planets circling 
such suns. Llavador, Roemer and 
Silvestre’s book prompts the question of 
whether we will have the good sense to 
act, or alternatively will dither and argue 
until it is all too late. The fascinating 
question for an evolutionary ecologist is 
whether such a fate may be the norm for 
inhabited planets. Or do some planets’ 
populations act sensibly along the lines 
suggested by this truly important book.
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